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Abstract
　 Religious or faith-based social networks based around churches, temples, mosques or 
synagogues can be found in almost every society, including Japan.  Some of these social 
networks are closed to new members, but some are open and welcome new adherents.  
Equally, most exchange students studying Japanese in Japan on short-term study abroad 
programs hope to join existing local social networks but often find it difficult to do so.  
For such students, joining a religious or faith-based local social network represents an 
opportunity not only to maintain or deepen their faith but also to enter an existing social 
network which uses the target language.  This paper reports on the experiences of two 
female short-term exchange students in Japan, one from the United States and the other 
from Sweden, who joined a local Protestant church.  One student spent 15 hours and the 
other 17 hours over seven days with the church youth group and music band, and a 
Bible discussion group.  Joining a faith-based social network, an under-researched area 
in study abroad research, provided significant opportunities for both these students to 
speak Japanese outside their language classrooms, consistent with Goldoni’s (2013) 
findings of effective study abroad experiences: 1) extended use of the target language in 
a comfortable setting; 2) access to a network of speakers; 3) an insider’s opportunity to 
belong to and look at the culture; and 4) shared hobbies and personal interests.
KeyWords：Japan, study abroad, language use, social networks, religion
Introduction
Our case study – Amy and Ella: 
It is early one Sunday morning in November, and Amy and Ella, two short-term 
exchange students studying Japanese at the Center for Japanese Studies (CJS) at Nanzan 
University, are at the New Wave Church, a local Protestant church, where they had met. 
The Sunday service is due to begin at half-past nine, and the two are practicing with the 
church youth music group.  “Senshu-matsu wa tanoshikatta!  Mata dokoka e ikou” [Last 
weekend was fun!  Let’s go somewhere again!], says Takeshi, the local praise-band 
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leader.  The previous weekend, like many weekends, Amy and Ella had joined the church 
music group members on a day trip.  “Zehi!” [Definitely!], they both replied.  For after 
just ten weeks in Japan, the church and the church youth music band had become the 
group with whom both these students hung out with on their weekends – and with 
whom they spoke almost entirely in Japanese.
Before they hopped on their planes in early September to come to Japan for their university fall 
semester study abroad programs, Amy (from the United States) and Ella (from Sweden; both 
names have been changed) had both promised themselves to work hard to improve their 
Japanese language ability, particularly their communication skills.  Although they knew that 
they would have language classes every morning, they both hoped to find opportunities to 
speak Japanese outside the classroom.  Before they arrived, they did not have a strong image of 
how they could do that.  They both chose to stay with a homestay family, believing that this 
would offer them daily opportunities to speak Japanese outside the classroom in a natural 
setting.  They vaguely hoped to be able to make friends with Japanese students at their host 
university, and expected that the host university would provide opportunities for them to meet 
and get to know the local students.  Both Amy and Ella were interested in music; Amy played 
the harp and Ella played the drums, and they both also hoped to somehow join a university or 
local music group.  Both students also belonged to a church back in their home countries, but 
they thought that as Japan does not have a large Christian population it would not be possible to 
join a Christian congregation.  Moreover, even if they did, they both expected that the 
congregation would speak mostly in English and not in Japanese.
　 For the most part, Amy’s and Ella’s expectations were borne out.  In the tenth week of their 
studies at the CJS, when the data for this empirical study were collected, their homestay 
families provided the main daily opportunity for them to speak Japanese outside the classroom 
on weekdays, in the morning before school and in the evening over dinner – about six hours in 
one week for Amy and four hours for Ella.  Their host university provided opportunities for 
them to meet local students and speak Japanese, and they did get to know some local students 
that way.  What both Amy and Ella did not anticipate, however, was that they would end up 
joining the same local Protestant church and spend almost every weekend with the church 
youth music group; moreover, for Amy, that she would also join a Bible youth group outside the 
church that met during the week at a neighbouring university.  Joining these two groups 
provided the most significant opportunities for these two short-term exchange students to 
speak Japanese outside their language classrooms, as they could join existing local social 
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networks where they had to speak mostly in Japanese.  In their tenth week in Japan, Amy spent 
over 15 hours with these groups and Ella over 17 hours.  This paper explores the experiences 
of Amy and Ella, illustrating that religious spaces such as church groups and Bible discussion 
groups can become significant spaces for short-term exchange students to use the target 
language.  Such faith-based groups represent existing social networks that are intact yet open 
to new members who share characteristics such as similar religious values.
Study Abroad Social Networks
Like Amy and Ella, students joining intensive short-term language exchange programs bring 
high expectations that they will develop their ability to communicate in Japanese.  They hope to 
develop the social networks that will provide them with extensive out-of-class practice; after 
all, that is why many exchange students choose to study abroad in the country where the target 
language is spoken.  Apart from the social networks which develop in their language classes, 
the principal social networks that most exchange students join are those in their dormitories or 
through their homestay families.  Croker and Machida (2017) and Machida and Croker (2018) 
explore the types of social networks that female students living in international dormitories 
create, finding that some students make small, intense, concentrated social networks whereas 
others create larger, more dispersed, more extensive social networks.  Dormitories can provide 
significant Japanese language practice opportunities, often representing a ‘language oasis’ – a 
safe, reassuring space where students can use the target language for extended periods of time.
　 Most study abroad host institutions provide numerous out-of-class opportunities to speak 
the target language, and these are often the main social networks that exchange students join. 
Yet many exchange students also yearn to become members of existing social networks that 
use the target language in their communities outside their host institutions and host families, 
expecting that such social networks would provide significant and extensive target language 
use.  Unfortunately, previous research has found that most exchange students do not succeed in 
joining such local social networks (Schartner, 2015) and end up feeling socially isolated 
(Brown, 2009), experiencing personal, social and cultural loneliness (Sawir, Marginson, 
Deumert, Nyland, & Ramia, 2008), have lower self-efficacy (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2013), take 
longer to psychologically adjust to the local culture (Kashima & Loh, 2006), are less satisfied 
with their study abroad experiences (Young, Sercombe, Sachdev, Naeb, & Schartner, 2012), 
and often have poorer target language learning outcomes (Kinginger, 2011).
　 One existing set of local social networks that study abroad students could join are those in 
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religious spaces, such as churches, synagogues and mosques and their youth, discussion and 
music groups.  To date, not much has been written about exchange students joining such 
religious or faith social networks (Elliott, Hyndman, Larkin, Scarboro & Woolf, 2018) , 
although the journal Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad devoted a whole 
special issue to it in 2018.  Of what there has been written, there are three main foci.  The first 
argues that understanding local faiths and religions will help students understand local cultures 
better.  Willis (2012), for instance, emphasizes that such an understanding enhances the study 
abroad experience, and recommends that students take comparative religion classes before 
going abroad.
　 The second focus explores the impact of study abroad on participants’ religious beliefs.  For 
example, Elliot (2018) argues that joining local congregations of their own faith could be 
effective for students who are hoping to explore or deepen their own faith tradition while 
abroad, as they can experience how their religion is practiced in a new culture.  Goldoni (2013) 
reports on three American exchange students in Spain who joined a church affiliated with their 
own church in the United States.  She concludes that such students were able to “define their 
identities and positions as … religious/spiritual community members in new and unexpected 
ways” (p. 368).  Dinani’s (2018) study looked at the faith development of 25 African-American 
students on long-term, intensive study abroad programs, and explored the “transitions, changes 
and developments of students’ faith while abroad” (p. 8).  Another study, Poag and Sperandio 
(2015) found that participating in a study-abroad program in Latin America influenced nine out 
of ten students’ religious faith in four ways: it increased students’ awareness of cultural 
influences on religious faith; there was a new embrace of doubt; students developed a more 
inclusive religious faith; and students discovered a greater emphasis on social justice.  Finally, 
Fan (2007) found that a female Chinese student studying Japanese in Japan who had joined a 
church experienced significant spiritual growth.
　 The third focus of research, and that of this paper, is investigating the social networks and 
target language communities that students who join religious and faith groups develop during 
their study abroad.  Goldoni (2013), in her study, found that the three American exchange 
students in Spain demonstrated “a high degree of agency and initiative in creating opportunities 
to become immersed into the social fabric of life in Spain, both by making connections prior to 
departure and by reaching out to groups with similar interests during their time abroad” 
(p. 368).  Elliot (2018), in his study, suggests that joining local communities of faith could help 
students understand the local community because of the friendships they develop there. 
Beyond these studies, however, no other significant published research was found, indicating 
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that the question of what types of social networks exchange students who join religious and 
faith groups develop is insufficiently researched.
The Present Study
Research Focus: 
This present paper, part of the same larger study as Croker and Machida (2017) and Machida 
and Croker (2018), explores the experiences of short-term exchange students in Japan by 
sharing the case of the two students you met at the beginning of this paper who joined two 
existing faith-based social networks – a church youth music group and a Bible youth discussion 
group.  Two research questions are explored in this present paper: 
1. Where and with whom do exchange students on short-term language programs use Japanese 
outside the language classroom? 
2. What faith-based social networks do these exchange students join where they use Japanese? 
This present paper is important for three reasons.  Firstly, it represents an example of short-
term exchange students joining existing social networks that provided substantial opportunities 
to speak the target language.  Secondly, it is an example of these existing social networks being 
religious groups.  Thirdly, it peeks into the experiences that two exchange students had with 
their homestay families, illuminating their daily interactions over one week.  However, two 
caveats of this paper are that the church is an American, Protestant organization and not a local, 
indigenous, Buddhist one, and that this case study is of two, white, Christian women only and 
does not include men, people of colour or other religious denominations, and so the findings 
cannot be generalized to the experiences of all other short-term exchange students.
Research Site: 
Nanzan University, established in 1949, is a private university located in the rolling hills in the 
eastern suburbs of Nagoya, central Japan.  In the eight undergraduate faculties and six graduate 
schools are over 10000 students.  The Nanzan University Center for Japanese Studies (CJS), 
established in 1974, accepts students from over 100 partner universities and through 
organizations such as IES and ISEP.  Each year, over 300 students participate in the three CJS 
programs: the fourteen-week Fall Program which runs from September to December; the 
fourteen-week Spring Program from January to May; and the eight-week Summer Program in 
June and July.  About half of the CJS students stay for just one semester, almost half stay for two 
semesters, and a few for three or four.  Intensive Japanese language classes are scheduled each 
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morning, and all students take at least eight 90-minute Japanese language classes a week.  In 
addition, students can take seminar classes in Japanese matching their level of Japanese 
proficiency in topics such as creative writing, Japanese literature, translation and interpretation, 
academic preparatory courses, and business Japanese.  Practical arts classes in sado, hanga, 
shodo, and odori are conducted in Japanese, so students have many opportunities to use 
Japanese in a variety of different Japanese classes.
　 CJS students can choose to stay with a homestay family or in a Nanzan international 
dormitory or private dormitory.  The homestay program has been running since the CJS was 
established, and is an important feature of the CJS experience for those students who choose to 
live with a local family.  There are approximately 60 families registered with the homestay 
program, and each fall semester about 45 CJS exchange students choose to stay with host 
families.  Host families are expected to speak in Japanese with their CJS exchange student, to 
help with their Japanese language development, and to share breakfast and dinner each day with 
their CJS student.  They are also requested to invite the CJS students to family social events. 
With each family is only one CJS student.
　 The New Wave Church (for this paper, the name of the church has been changed) is a 
Protestant church that was established in Nagoya in the late 1960s by an American pastor and 
his wife.  It gradually grew bigger and eventually two other churches were constructed in 
separate locations within the greater Nagoya metropolitan area.  In the 1990s, the New Wave 
Church moved from central Nagoya to its present site in the suburbs.  A Japanese pastor joined 
the New Wave Church in the early 1980s, and since the founding pastor passed away in the 
late 1990s this pastor has lead the church.  Presently, services are held twice every Sunday; 
the first service is oriented towards Christian youth, and the second toward older members and 
families with young children.  In addition, there is a music group called the praise band that 
consists of two guitarists, a pianist, a drummer, and a choir.  The praise band meets most 
Saturdays to practice, and performs at the first, Christian youth service on Sunday.  There is 
also a bible youth study group each Sunday held after the first service.  Throughout the year, 
services such as Easter and Christmas are held; in November during the data collection for this 
study the anniversary of the founding of the church was celebrated.
Research methodology: 
Permission was obtained to conduct this study from the CJS administration and the Nanzan 
University Committee for Research Screening (approval numbers 16―012 and 16―050).  As 
explained in Croker and Machida (2017), all 140 of the short-term exchange students enrolled 
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in the 2016 fall semester CJS program were invited to participate in the study and altogether 
twenty students agreed to join.  These twenty participants kept a daily language use diary for 
one week in the tenth week of the Fall Program, in mid-November 2016.  In this diary, the 
participants wrote where, with whom, for how long, and about what they had spoken in Japanese 
outside the language classroom that day.  The amount of time that participants wrote that they 
had used Japanese included both speaking and listening time; participants were also asked to 
note what proportion of the conversation they had spoken for and how much of that had been in 
Japanese.  Finally, participants noted the other person’s first language, to what degree that 
person had spoken in Japanese or English in each interaction, and how much of that other 
person’s Japanese they had understood.  Participants also noted which of these interactions had 
been most useful for their language learning that day, and which person had helped them the 
most.  See Appendix A in Croker and Machida (2017) for the language diary that was distributed 
to participants.  When they submitted their language diaries, participants completed a short 
questionnaire; some participants were also interviewed.
Participants: 
There are two participants in this study.  At the time of data collection, both were in an 
intermediate, level-500 Japanese level class and majoring in Japanese.  Amy, an English native 
speaker from America and Ella, a Swedish native speaker from Stockholm, had at the time of 
data collection been in Nagoya for only ten weeks, having arrived at the beginning of September 
and enrolled in the Fall Program.  Both were living with a homestay family, and both quickly 
found themselves spending a lot of time at the New Wave Church, a relatively large, quite active 
America-based church in the suburbs of Nagoya which is led by a Japanese missionary.  There, 
they both joined the praise band, a music group that performs at Sunday services and that 
usually practices much of Saturday and every Sunday morning before the service.  Both also 
belonged to a Nagoya-wide Christian youth network which meets regularly on weekdays at a 
university close to Nanzan.  Ella’s homestay family consisted of a mother and father whereas 
Amy had a mother, father, 10-year-old sister and 7-year-old brother.  Note that for this paper, 
the names of the participants have been changed.
Results: Amy and Ella’s Use of Japanese and Social Networks
In this section, we present the data first from Amy’s and then from Ella’s language diaries, to 
show where and with whom they spoke Japanese outside the classroom over the seven days 
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and what types of local faith-based social networks these two students participated in.
Participant 1: Amy
In her tenth week in Japan, Amy spent almost 24 hours using Japanese outside her language 
classroom.  The two groups with whom she used Japanese the most were her homestay family 
at home and with members of a bible study group and church music group in a variety of spaces 
– at the bible study meeting at university, at church, and outside church travelling with her 
friends from her church music group.  In addition, she spoke Japanese for an hour at school at 
the Japan Plaza, a space where everyone must only use Japanese, had some interactions in 
Japanese with her teachers, and had some service encounters with staff at a café or shops.
　 In terms of the distribution through the week, the amount of Japanese that Amy spoke on 
weekdays (Monday to Friday) varied somewhat.  She usually used Japanese for about an hour or 
more with her host family at home.  On one day (Tuesday) she spoke Japanese for an hour at 
school at the Japan Plaza, and on another day (Thursday) she used Japanese for over three 
hours with members of her bible study group.  Amy’s most significant use of Japanese occurred 
on Sunday, when she spent the entire day at church and then travelling with her friends from 
the church music group to a local tourist spot.  See Table 1 for a summary of these daily data.
The interactions that Amy had each day using Japanese outside her language classroom are 
explained in this next section, to illustrate in detail where and with whom she used Japanese in 
her tenth week in Japan.
Monday (November 14th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 85 minutes)
This day, Amy got up and caught the train to school in the morning, had class all day, and then 
came home for dinner with her host family.  In the morning at the station going to school, Amy 
met a Japanese friend from her church.  Amy noted, “Although it was very short, the 
unexpected [10-minute] meeting with the friend … on the train was a … confidence builder 
because this person uses Nagoya-ben (dialect), does not slow down at all, and we were riding a 
crowded train where it was hard to hear.  I completely switched into “Japanese mode” on short 
notice, which was nice.”
　 At school, Amy had Japanese language classes all day, but did not use Japanese outside the 
classroom.  That evening at her homestay, however, Amy shared dinner for an hour with her 
homestay family – her host mother, father, and little sister.  This was the most useful language 
learning experience for Amy that day.  “I didn’t speak much in Japanese on this day, so for me 
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using Japanese for a longer period at the end of the day was helpful.” After dinner, Amy’s little 
host sister showed her what she had made at school that day for 15 minutes.  “It’s still hard to 
understand kids because they talk fast and do not enunciate as much.”
　 This day was a relatively typical weekday for Amy; she did not use Japanese much at school, 
but did at home with her host family.  Her host mother was the person who helped her the 
most.  “She makes sure I’m following what she’s saying and if I don’t she waits until I can look 
up a word on my phone.”
Tuesday (November 15th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 183 minutes)
On Tuesday, Amy had many short encounters in Japanese both at school and with her host 
family at home.  At home in the morning, Amy talked for 20 minutes in Japanese over breakfast 
with her host mother and sister about food and what was on television that day.  Just before 
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Total (hours) 1.4 3.1 1.0 3.5 1.6 0.6 12.5 23.7
Source: Amy’s language diaries
Note: Figures in the table have been rounded up or down to the nearest whole number, so the total might not equal 100%.
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going to school, Amy had another quick 5-minute chat with her host mother, who taught her 
some useful new words such as ‘battery.’ On the way to school at a street crossing, Amy had a 
brief, 1-minute exchange with the crossing guard.  At school, Amy had a few short chats in 
Japanese with some other American students, noting “out of habit I started using Japanese.” 
One of these American students was the person who helped Amy the most to speak Japanese 
that day.  “My … friend was helpful because he made me use it [Japanese] when I normally 
would be on Japanese ‘break.’ Also, by talking about the differences in our ways of delivering 
humor in English and Japanese I was able to reflect on / understand some of my own Japanese 
speaking patterns.”
　 Her longest opportunity to use Japanese at school on Tuesday, however, was in the Japan 
Plaza (a room where students must only use Japanese), where she stayed for an hour, 
conversing with a CJS student from Indonesia, a Japanese student, and the Japan Plaza Teaching 
Assistant (TA).  “Because I had come out of a class with Japanese students, then immediately 
went to the Japan Plaza, I stayed in Japanese mode for a very long time,” Amy noted.  After 
returning home, Amy had dinner with her host family for 40 minutes, during which she mostly 
listened to the television.  After dinner, Amy studied for another 40 minutes while also talking 
about the game Splatoon with her host sister, asking questions and sympathizing when the 10-
year old girl got shot.
　 On the whole, this was another typical weekday at home for Amy.  What was unusual for this 
week, however, was that she spent an hour in the Japan Plaza chatting with other students.
Wednesday (November 16 th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 60 minutes)
On this day, all of the interactions that Amy had in Japanese outside the classroom were at home 
with her host family, in the morning at breakfast for 15 minutes and in the evening over dinner 
for 45 minutes.  Conversation at breakfast time was “very sparse … everyone is sick right now 
other than me.” At dinner, Amy noted, “I talked more than normal this time” as her host mother 
was helping her make plans for the weekend.  This conversation was the most useful for Amy 
that day.  “Because I actually needed to ask her about the plans for Saturday, my host mum was 
very helpful in providing the words I did not already know.  We also talked a lot about me going 
to see the fall leaves on Sunday and I got to practice listening more.” Moreover, her host mother 
was the person who helped Amy speak Japanese the most this day.  “She provided translations 
for words I did not know.  (Either in Japanese or a couple in English.)”
　 Amy did not speak much Japanese this day, and she wrote, “I was surprised how little I used 
Japanese outside of the classroom today.”
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Thursday (November 17 th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 208 minutes)
On Thursday, after a short, five-minute chat over breakfast with her host mother, Amy went to 
a rabbit café, where people can hang out with rabbits as they drink their coffee.  She spoke with 
the café employee, who took over 10 minutes to explain the café rules.  Then, Amy caught a 
subway to a neighbouring university for a bible study meeting for students.  On the way, she 
met a Japanese friend from the bible study group, and they chatted together on their way to the 
meeting.  The 90-minute bible study was attended by one Filipino and three Japanese students. 
As the Filipino could not speak Japanese, Amy translated for him between English and 
Japanese.  One of the members of the study group was the person who most helped Amy speak 
Japanese that day.  “She was especially helpful by providing the words I was missing.  I feel like 
most people tend to wait for me to come up with a word, but she was more active in helping me 
construct sentences.”
　 Afterwards, everyone went out to dinner together for an hour, where they were joined by 
another six Japanese bible study group members.  Amy felt quite tired, so for half of the dinner 
she spoke English with the Filipino student.  On the way home afterwards, Amy spoke with 
some of the bible study members for 30 minutes, noting “we talked very naturally.” Amy found 
these encounters with a smaller number of people easier to follow as there were fewer 
interlocutors and the topics were relatively simple.  Interestingly, her final chat with a Japanese 
friend at the train station was the most useful for her that day.  “This week was particularly 
overwhelming because I couldn’t get across my own thoughts well because I felt time pressure 
[and that] my vocab was insufficient.  [This interaction] was particularly nice because [she] 
slowed down for me a little (mostly by giving me context clues on her phone) and was more 
patient when I was trying to figure out how to phrase myself.”
　 For Amy, this day was “the most interesting day so far” this week.  Notably, “because of the 
weekly Bible studies and conversations I have outside of class, it makes me severely aware of 
how lacking I am in vocabulary and natural phrasing of ideas in Japanese.  … Definitely, I can 
keep some long-term goals in mind as I keep using Japanese.”  So, participating in the Bible 
study classes makes Amy aware of her shortcomings, but the people there also help her learn 
Japanese.  This motivates her to study harder and more strategically.
Friday (November 18th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 98 minutes)
On Friday morning, Amy spent 10 minutes chatting at the breakfast table with her host family, 
noting “I talked pretty fluently with host mom.”  Later, at the CJS Office, Amy spoke with 
teachers about a number of different things (e.g. using the copy machine, the commute to 
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school) for almost 20 minutes.  The topics were simple, but Amy proudly reflected, “I did use 
keigo (polite forms), though!”  That evening, Amy chatted with her host family for over an hour. 
Firstly, her little host brother explained the new Pokemon game, but Amy felt that she could 
only understand 70% of what he said, as “he speaks fast.”  At dinner, she spoke with the family 
about a variety of topics, noting “definitely the most interesting (long) conversation I’ve held in 
a while.”  She reflected, “The conversation with my host family … was very helpful because it 
felt like a real discussion about differences in culture … .  Also, by comparing mindsets, it helped 
me grasp Japanese culture more thoroughly.  … [S]witching into Japanese … for a long, 
uninterrupted time-frame was a lot of fun.”  For Amy, dinner was the most useful language 
learning experience that day.  “Whenever we came across terminology I didn’t know, my host 
family would explain it to me.  Also, because it was a discussion, rather than just me asking 
questions, I got to practice using some newer grammatical points.”  Her host father was the 
person who most helped her to speak in Japanese that day.  “He actually has a fairly large 
English vocabulary, so when our discussion came upon harder terms, he would either translate 
them or look them up.  He also is a good listener.”  After dinner, Amy again found herself 
chatting about Pokemon, this time to both her host brother and sister.  Finally, before she went 
to bed, Amy thanked her host mother for taking time to talk with her.
　 This Friday was another typical weekday for Amy.  Most of her interactions, and the most 
useful, occurred at home with her host family.
Saturday (November 19 th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 35 minutes)
On Saturday, Amy did not have classes.  In the morning over breakfast, her host family parents 
gave her instructions about how to lock up the house, as they were going out to pick up a new 
puppy.  Amy felt proud that she had “understood all of the instructions host Mom gave me about 
the house,” even though these instructions were spoken quickly in Japanese.
　 Later at church was Amy’s longest interaction of the day, when she spoke with friends and 
other members of the church.  “It honestly was not a great experience, but I did learn a new 
Japanese expression, spotted a few more of my weaknesses, and practice context clue guessing 
(hand motions, facial expressions, and general knowledge of the people).”  Moreover, one of the 
people she was speaking with was the most helpful person for her that day.  “He mimicked my 
actions and emphasized certain words to help demonstrate a general concept.”
　 After that, Amy had a number of service encounters at some stores and a restaurant, and 
also had a short conversation with a stranger at a store about America and American politics. 
Finally, in the evening, Amy had a short, 5-minute chat with her host family about their day, and 
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particularly about their new puppy.
　 This day was the day that Amy spoke the least Japanese outside the classroom.  Notably, the 
experience that was most useful for her was at church with some church friends and other 
church members.  More than anything, it provided important conversation practice for Amy.  “I 
guess that the basic conversations and being asked generic questions by strangers … does not 
faze me at all anymore.”  Moreover, the person who was most helpful was one of those church 
friends.
Sunday (November 20th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 750 minutes)
Sunday was a very significant day for Amy, as she spent almost the entire day speaking in 
Japanese.  In the morning, Amy was at church for five hours, speaking with friends and older 
church members, participating in the praise music performance, listening to the sermon, and 
then later participating in the discussion about the church’s 50th year since its founding.  Amy 
noted that “the sermons are still hard, but I understood a lot of the other parts.”
　 After church, with Japanese friends from church, Amy travelled out to a tourist spot in the 
mountains.  As the traffic was particularly bad, Amy spent seven hours in the car and at the 
tourist spot speaking in Japanese about a variety of topics – their own pasts, the traffic, sumo, 
trees, bathroom stops, and much more.  How much Amy understood “really depended on the 
vocab and how tired I was.”  This trip was Amy’s most useful language learning experience of 
the day as “… it tested my endurance, not only as a language learner and as an introvert.  I 
started to notice waves in my Japanese abilities.  These waves corresponded not only with my 
energy levels (which I expected) but also with the topic of the conversation and my feelings of 
self-confidence.”  Moreover, one of her Japanese friends in the car was particularly helpful in 
helping Amy.  “He likes practicing English, so I had a chance to look up more words than 
normal.  Also, even though he uses Nagoya-ben [the local dialect] … he enunciation is quite 
clear.”
　 For Amy, this day provided significant opportunities to speak in Japanese within an existing 
local social network.  She had the chance to listen to a variety of different discourse types 
including both polite forms and the local dialect and interact with a range of people in a number 
of different contexts.  Moreover, the people in this social network supported Amy’s efforts to 
learn and use Japanese.
Amy – Overview:
In her tenth week in Japan, Amy spent almost 24 hours interacting in Japanese outside her 
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language classroom.  The two groups of people that she interacted with most were the people 
from her church and the Bible youth discussion group for over 15 hours or about two-thirds of 
the time she spoke Japanese outside class that week, and her homestay family for about six 
hours or one-quarter of this time.  Apart from these two sets of people, Amy had some other 
interactions at school for about 90 minutes or 6% of her time, and a few service encounters 
with staff at a rabbit café and a store for about 22 minutes.
　 The people who helped Amy speak Japanese the most on many weekdays were her host 
mother and father; for three weekdays her most useful language learning interactions were 
having dinner with her homestay family at home.  Also, one weekday, a female member of the 
Bible youth discussion group was the person who helped Amy the most with her Japanese.  On 
weekdays, other useful experiences came from interactions with other Nanzan University 
students: chatting outside a classroom with another CJS short-term exchange student; at the 
Japan Plaza with Japanese TAs, Japanese students, and other CJS short-term exchange 
students; and at a train station chatting with a female Japanese student.  On the weekends, on 
the other hand, it was chatting with people from her youth group that was the most useful 
language learning experience for Amy, and it was a member of her church praise music group 
who most helped Amy with her Japanese.
Participant 2: Ella
In her tenth week in Japan, the Swedish student Ella spent almost the same length of time as 
the American student Amy using Japanese outside her language classroom, over 23 hours. 
Similarly, the two groups with whom Ella used Japanese the most were her homestay family at 
home during the week and with members of her church music group at the weekend.  In 
addition, she had some interactions in Japanese with her teachers and some service encounters 
with staff at a café or shops.  In contrast to Amy, Ella did not participate this week in the Bible 
youth discussion group and nor did she go to the Japan Plaza to practice her Japanese at Nanzan 
University.
　 In terms of the distribution through the week, the amount of Japanese that Ella spoke on 
weekdays (Monday to Friday) was consistently only about one hour per day, unlike Amy whose 
amount of Japanese use on weekdays varied somewhat.  Ella mostly used Japanese at home 
over dinner with her homestay mother.  Also, almost every weekday Ella used Japanese at 
school with her Japanese teachers (two days) or with the CJS Office staff (two days).  She also 
had relatively short service encounters at the school cafeteria or outside the university at shops 
almost every day.  However, like Amy, Ella’s most significant use of Japanese occurred on the 
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weekend with members from her church.  On Saturday, Ella spent over three hours practicing 
with the church praise band members and then interviewing one of these members for a school 
assignment; Amy did not attend church this day.  On Sunday, Ella spent the entire day at church 
and then travelled with her friends from the church music group to a local tourist spot, as Amy 
had done.  See Table 2 for a summary of Ella’s daily data.
　 In the next part of the paper, the interactions that Ella had each day are explained in some 
detail, to help develop a deeper sense of where and with whom she used Japanese that week.
Monday (November 14th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 64 minutes)
Ella had five short interactions this day outside the classroom at school.  She chatted for 5 
minutes with two students from France about fashion, shopping and Tokyo, noting, “It is much 
harder to speak Japanese with non-native speakers.”  Later, Ella had three interactions with 
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Total (hours) 1.1 1.0 1.2 0.8 0.9 4.2 14.0 23.1
Source: Ella’s language diaries
Note: Figures in the table have been rounded up or down to the nearest whole number, so the total might not equal 100%.
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three different teachers to make an appointment for the next day, to explain her research project 
for another class, and with her calligraphy teacher to discuss what kanji to use to write her 
name in Japanese.  The most useful language learning experience for Ella was explaining her 
fieldwork project to her Japanese communication teacher.  “Explaining my fieldwork research 
project … to my Japanese communication teacher was a fun and interesting challenge.  It meant 
a lot of longer sentences than I would usually use every day ... Confidence boost!”  At the 
cafeteria there was also a short, three-minute interaction with the cafeteria staff to order lunch 
and dessert, which was Ella’s “first time making a request beyond the menu / what’s 
immediately offered.”
　 After school at home, Ella spoke in Japanese for 40 minutes as she shared dinner with her 
host mother and her daughter, who had come from Tokyo to visit.  As this was Ella’s first time 
to meet her host mother’s daughter, there was much to talk about.
　 This day was a typical weekday for Ella.  She had some short interactions at school and a 
short service encounter, but the main opportunity for her to speak in Japanese was with her 
host family at home.
Tuesday (November 15th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 61 minutes)
This day was similar to Ella’s previous day.  At school, Ella had a 15-minute talk with her 
Japanese reading and writing teacher, which was the most useful language learning experience 
Ella had that day.  “The teacher explained to me a sentence structure I’ve been struggling with, 
and after having it explained to me I have no problem with it.  Having it explained in Japanese 
was also a useful language learning experience.”  Aside from this, Ella had two short service 
encounters to order her breakfast and lunch.  She also had a short, two-minute interaction with 
her host family mother in the morning, although noting that it is “unusual for me to have 
conversations before arriving at school.”  Dinner that evening at home with her host mother 
and her daughter was the longest Japanese interaction Ella had this day, although as she was 
very tired she only spoke for about 15% of the time, and understood only 50% of what was said.
　 This was another typical weekday for Ella, as she had a few short service interactions, a 
useful conversation at school, and then longer, more conversational interactions at home with 
her homestay family.
Wednesday (November 16 th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 70 minutes)
Wednesday followed a similar pattern to Monday and Tuesday; Ella had a few interactions in 
Japanese at school, some service encounters, and then a long, extended conversation in the 
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evening with her host family.  The interactions at school were wholly administrative, primarily 
focused around an orientation for students returning back to their home country in December 
at the end of the fall semester.  One of these was the most useful language learning experience 
for Ella that day.  “Putting knowledge of Japanese to use by talking about administration was a 
very useful experience.”  At school, Ella also had a short chat with an English-native speaking 
student, but after three minutes they switched into English, at which Ella is very proficient.
　 Ella had a series of short, three- to five-minute service encounters as she went shopping in 
the main shopping district of Nagoya.  In contrast to Tokyo, Osaka and Kyoto, where most 
service personnel speak English and expect to interact with foreigners in English, in Nagoya 
most service personnel do not speak English and so expect to interact with everyone in 
Japanese.  Although each of these service encounters might be short, they can still represent 
useful learning opportunities for students.
　 In the evening, like most days, Ella chatted with her host family over dinner for about 40 
minutes about “the usual dinner talk” – what they had done that day and what was on television. 
Wednesday was another typical weekday for Ella.
Thursday (November 17th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 49 minutes)
Thursday was a relatively quiet day for Ella.  She had a few, short two-minute service 
encounters at the school cafeteria and at a convenience store to purchase goods.  Unusually, 
Ella had a five-minute chat in Japanese with a stranger outside her local railway station about 
how places are named in Nagoya, and how to get there.  Finally, in the evening, Ella had dinner 
with her host mother for 40 minutes, talking about her own life history.  This “involved a lot of 
rephrasing, which is a useful thing to practice.” For Ella, this was the most useful language 
learning experience that she had that day.  “Practicing to rephrase and try to explain around 
points you could express straightly is a good thing to practice and I need it.” In summary, this 
day was a typical weekday for Ella.  Note that Ella did not join the bible discussion group that 
Amy attended this day.
Friday (November 18 th) (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 52 minutes)
On Friday, Ella had her usual weekday.  At the CJS Office, Ella had to discuss with the staff 
some administrative matters and submit some forms in Japanese.  Even though this five-minute 
encounter was short, it was the most useful language learning experience for Ella that day. 
“Once again, practice for use of Japanese in administrative situations.  Also meant practicing 
keigo and polite speech.”  Ella met one of her Japanese teachers for five minutes to ask about 
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the final exams, and ordered food at the cafeteria.  In the evening, Ella had her usual 40-minute 
chat in Japanese over dinner with her host mother, where they discussed their days and started 
to make plans for Ella’s departure the following month.
Saturday (November 19th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 250 minutes)
Like Amy, Ella’s weekends were quite different to her weekdays.  She did not go to school but 
instead hung out with her church’s praise band and her friends there.  In the morning was a 
three-hour music practice session at the church.  This was all conducted in Japanese – both the 
singing itself and also the discussion and instructions about the music.  This gave both Ella and 
Amy the chance to learn how to sing in Japanese, and therefore Japanese intonation and a lot of 
faith-related vocabulary.
　 After the music practice ended, Ella chatted for ten minutes with a friend from the youth 
group about her departure plans from Japan in December.  After this, for her fieldwork research 
methods class, Ella interviewed one of the members of the praise band in Japanese.  They 
explored his life history and then the history of the praise band at the New Wave Church, and 
then what roles praise bands play at churches in Japan.  This interview was the most useful 
language experience that Ella had this Saturday.  “Conducting an interview in Japanese for the 
first time made for completely new needs, and a completely new situation.”  Ella’s interviewee 
was the person who helped her learn Japanese the most that day.
　 In the evening, after Ella returned home, she had dinner with her host mother, and chatted 
about “the usual dinner talk.” Ella understood everything that her host mother said, indicating 
that these exchanges helped Ella to improve her listening proficiency and conversational skills.
　 As you can see, on this weekend Ella spent a lot of time with members of her church.  The 
three-and-a-half hours that Ella spent with the praise band and its members this day 
represented a significant practice opportunity.
Sunday (November 20th): (total time spent speaking Japanese outside class: 840 minutes)
For Ella, Sunday was the day each week that she spent the most time using Japanese because 
she attended church then hung out with the praise band members and youth group.  This day 
began as usual with the praise group practicing for an hour in the morning before the church 
service.  This practice session is quite challenging linguistically for Ella, and she found this day 
that she only understood about half of what was being said.  After the hour-long sermon and the 
performance of the praise band, there was a 90-minute discussion of the history of the New 
Wave Church, commemorating the 50th anniversary of the founding of the church.  Once again, 
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Ella struggled to understand everything that was said, and felt that she got only about half of 
the discussion.
　 After the formal part of the day’s church service finished, Ella spent 20 minutes continuing 
her interview for her fieldwork class of the member of the praise band that she had spoken with 
the day before, discussing praise music in Japan and particularly within the New Wave Church. 
Following this, she spoke with another member of the church about music and what bands they 
liked.  For Ella, this was the first time that she had spoken with him; even so, she understood 
almost everything that he said.
　 That afternoon, the praise band members went out to the mountains by car on a day trip.  It 
took about 30 minutes for everyone to discuss in Japanese who was going in which car, and to 
make other preparations.  Amy and Ella sat in different cars.  In Ella’s car were four Japanese 
members of her band.  For the first two hours, as they moved slowly through the heavy traffic, 
everyone played word games together.  Ella noted that this “really did something for my 
vocabulary.”  To the great amusement of Ella, two of the young men in the car then did a role 
play with one of the other young men who really wanted to have a girlfriend, pretending to by a 
potential date.
　 The two cars going to the mountains took a break at a convenience store, and everyone 
chatted together for ten minutes, swapping stories about what was going on in their respective 
cars.  They all hopped back in their two cars and continued on their way, taking another three 
hours before they finally arrived at their destination, chatting about music and the scenery on 
the way.  “It was a surprisingly long conversation,” Ella thought.  They eventually arrived at 
their destination in the mountains, and after a short time there turned around and spent another 
two hours getting back into Nagoya, discussing a whole array of topics.  As Ella by this stage 
was getting sleepy, she felt that she only understood about 30% of what was being said.  Amy 
had felt the same way.
　 When they all arrived back at the church, the people who had been on the mountain trip 
prayed together for thirty minutes, and then decided to go out for dinner.  After chatting another 
15 minutes in the car at the church waiting for one of their friends to return, the group then 
drove 15 minutes to a restaurant.  Ella was getting very tired by this point, and found that her 
comprehension level was quite poor.  This did not improve at the restaurant, where she and her 
praise band friends sat and chatted for 40 minutes.  However, one of her friends offered Ella a 
ride home, and in the car as there was only Ella and two other people, she participated much 
more in the conversation.  Ella also had to spend the final 10 minutes in the car giving directions 
to her friend who was driving, noting that this was “good practice for what we learned in class 
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last week.” Finally, after a very long day spent mostly in Japanese, Ella arrived home and had a 
short, five-minute chat with her homestay mother about her trip to the mountains that day.
　 On this day, Ella spent about 14 hours listening to and participating in Japanese 
conversations, most of which were with her friends from the church praise band.  There was 
music practice and then a performance in Japanese, a lecture and then a discussion about the 
history of their church, exploring life histories during her fieldwork project interview of a 
member of the praise group band, making of travel plans and giving instructions, extended 
conversations in the car on a number of different topics, Japanese vocabulary games, comparing 
experiences during the break in their journey, and even role plays for finding a potential 
boyfriend.
Ella – Overview: 
In her tenth week in Japan, Ella spent about 23 hours using Japanese outside her language 
classroom.  Similar to Amy, the two groups of people that Ella interacted with most were the 
people from her church for over 17 hours or about three-quarters of the time she spoke 
Japanese outside class that week, and her homestay family for about four hours or one-fifth of 
this time.  Apart from these two groups of people, Ella had some other interactions at school for 
about one hour or 4% of her time, and a few service encounters with staff at the school cafeteria 
and in shops.
　 Ella’s most useful language learning experiences in this week occurred with three groups of 
people: with people from her church, who were by far the most important group for her, 
particularly on the weekend; with her host family, particularly her host mother, with whom Ella 
spoke almost every day at dinner; and with her Japanese teachers at school.  And for Ella, the 
most useful language learning experiences were with her church friends on the weekend.  As 
she noted in her language diary: 
“… it is clear that I use less Japanese during the week at school ….  My use of Japanese 
increases with music practice on Saturdays, and peaks with music practice, service 
and 青年会 [youth group] meeting at church on Sundays … .”
Discussion
Both Amy’s and Ella’s case show that faith-based spaces like local churches and their youth 
groups, music bands and Bible discussion groups can help exchange students enter existing 
local social networks and form their own local target language social networks there.  For Amy 
21
Study Abroad Students Joining a Japanese Church
and Ella, the church group was their language oasis, just as the international dormitory was for 
Penny in the previous Machida and Croker (2018) study.
　 Amy’s and Ella’s experiences in their local church are examples of homophily, the social 
network concept  that “people with the same values and attitudes tend to associate with one 
another” (Kadushin, 2012, p. 204).  That is, there is a tendency for people to form ties with 
others who are similar to them, and this could occur in religious- and faith-based communities 
as it does in shared international dormitories.  So, as Amy’s and Ella’s case illustrates, religious- 
and faith-based communities represent local social networks where international students 
enrolled in study abroad programs can meet local people, develop a deeper understanding of the 
host culture, and use the target language in real, natural world settings.
　 From a different theoretical perspective, sociocultural approaches believe that ‘learning and 
development occur as people participate in the socio-cultural activities of their community’ 
(Rogoff, 1994, p, 204).  Most faith-based networks have numerous and regular socio-cultural 
activities, and so seem to be ideal spaces for cultural and linguistic development.  Such 
activities teach and reaffirm shared beliefs and values, demonstrate membership of the group, 
and build a shared sense of group identity.  Moreover, although some faith-based networks are 
relatively closed to newcomers, some are very open to new members, and welcome their 
participation, particularly those people who already share similar values and beliefs.
　 Amy’s and Ella’s church youth, music and Bible discussion groups had strikingly similar 
features to Goldoni’s (2013) findings of four factors significant in developing language 
proficiency during study abroad: 1) extended use of the target language in a comfortable setting; 
2) access to a network of speakers; 3) an insider’s opportunity to belong to and look at the 
culture; and 4) shared hobbies and personal interests.  Looking briefly at each of them, you can 
see that faith-based networks receptive to new members may share these features.  Firstly, 
being open to newcomers means that faith-based networks strive to make their community 
welcoming and comfortable.  In then seeking to teach and reaffirm a shared set of values and 
beliefs, prolonged interaction in the target language is common.  Secondly, faith-based 
communities often have extended networks of participants, including numerous families, 
different age groups, and various parts of the organization, each with their own smaller 
networks.  Joining a faith-based community often gives immediate membership of more than 
one such smaller network, such as the main congregation, a youth group, a study group, and a 
music group.  Thirdly, religious- or faith-based organizations often have particular world views 
that offer ways of looking not just at the worlds of their own members but also at how they 
differ from the broader society and culture.  Engaging with such ideas can help students to 
22
外国人留学生別科紀要　第3号
understand the way their organization sees the world outside the doors of their church, temple, 
mosque or synagogue.  In fact, continued membership of the community requires adopting and 
affirming basic shared values.  Finally, religious- and faith-based organizations afford students 
opportunities to hang out with other people with similar world views who may share hobbies 
and personal interests beyond religion and faith.  Spending time together is a way of building 
and strengthening membership of this community and creating spaces within that community to 
display individuality and make smaller social networks of friends.  So in short, joining a 
religious- or faith-based community means becoming a member of an intact local host social 
network that offers all of the features that Goldoni (2013) has found to be helpful for developing 
language proficiency.  Using sociocultural, social network, and more descriptive approaches to 
explore how exchange students participate in such religious- or faith-based social networks 
might help provide further important insights into the study abroad experience.
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使うことができること ; 2) 目標言語話者のネットワークにアクセスできること ; 3) 
文化に所属し、文化をうちから見る機会を得ること ; そして4) 趣味や個人的な興味
を共有できること、とも一致するものである。
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